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“giving thanks” =
saying “thank you”

You can say “thank you” to a
person, a group of people, a diety,
or to no one in particular.

You can be thankful for your
health, safety, home, food,
happiness, or just about anything.

Part of Thanksgiving Day is setting aside
time to say “thank you,” especially if you
are fortunate enough to have plenty of
food and a safe place to live.

Some people choose to say thanks by
helping to feed people who don’t have
enough to eat, either in person or by making
a donation to a food pantry or homeless
shelter.

So far, so good- it’s good
to say “thanks,” right?

Yes, but here is where it
gets complicated.

The modern Thanksgiving celebration
we have in the United States is
patterned after a gathering that
happened a long time ago…

In 1621, English settlers at
Pymouth and local Indignenous
people, the Wampanoags, shared a
meal together.

Who were the
settlers?

We call them
“Pilgrims”
The Pilgrims were
English people who left
England to come to live
in North America.

What is a settler?

What is a settler?
A settler is someone who moves from one place to another,
and stays there.
The Pilgrims left England because of religious persecution,
and settled in what we now call New England.

What is a settler?
(A settler is someone who shows up somewhere without an
invitation and never leaves.)

The people who lived here
already are called Natives,
Indignenous people, or Indians.

(Sometimes, you will see things that
refer to Natives/Indigenous people in
the past tense, as if they are extinct.)

The 2020 census tells us that
there are millions of reasons that
is not true

Source.

What is a settler?
There were already Indigenous people living in this area,
and the Pilgrims arrived without their invitation or
permission.

The Natives living where the Pilgrims landed are called
Wampanoags. (Image from https://native-land.ca/)

What is a settler?

(compare to the map on the previous slide)

“The First Thanksgiving”
As you have probably learned both at
home and at school in various versions,
the “First Thanksgiving” happened in
1621 when some English settlers and
Wampanoags gathered together for a
meal and celebration of the harvest.

“The First Thanksgiving”

You have probably seen pictures like this.

The Thanksgiving myth
(short version)
•

The Pilgrims arrived on Cape Cod in 1620.

•

Initially there was hostility and suspicion between the
Pilgrims and the Indigenous residents of the area.

•

Then there was Thanksgiving, and the Pilgrims and the
Indians lived together happlily ever after.

Nope!

Nope!
•

We don’t know many details about the “First
Thanksgiving,” but we do know that the history that
followed from 1621 featured violent conflict between
settlers and Natives, with the ultimate result of decimated
Native populations, and settler control over the region.

It is hard to be thankful
for genocide.

Thanksgiving Day?
It took more than 200 years for Thanksgiving to appear in
the form it does today in the United States.
In 17th century New England, Puritan/Pilgrim leaders would
declare days of thanksgiving or repentance in response to
events, rather than on a set schedule.
In 1863, during the American Civil War, President Abraham
Lincoln decided to declare a national day of Thanksgiving
as a way to unite the divided nation.

From the proclamation:
•

“The year that is drawing toward
its close has been filled with the
blessings of fruitful fields and
healthful skies. To these
bounties, which are so
constantly enjoyed that we are
prone to forget the source from
which they come, others have
been added, which are of so
extraordinary a nature that they
cannot fail to penetrate and
even soften the heart which is
habitually insensible to the everwatchful providence of Almighty
God.”

From the proclamation:
•

“Needful diversions of wealth
and of strength from the fields
of peaceful industry to the
national defense have not
arrested the plow, the shuttle,
or the ship; the ax has
enlarged the borders of our
settlements”

From the proclamation:
•

“It has seemed to me fit and
proper that they should be
solemnly, reverently, and
gratefully acknowledged as with
one heart and one voice by the
whole American people. I do,
therefore, invite my fellow-citizens
in every part of the United States,
and also those who are at sea
and those who are sojourning in
foreign lands, to set apart and
observe the last Thursday of
November next as a Day of
Thanksgiving and Praise to our
beneficent Father who dwelleth in
the heavens.” (source)

It took some time for the holiday to take its
exact current form (4th Thursday in
November, but this is where the modern
National US Thanksgiving holiday got
started.

Thanksgiving traditions
There are many ways to give thanks, and many ways
to celebrate the harvest. The details of this process
are hard to pin down, but over time, the idea of a
traditional Thanksgiving dinner centered around a
turkey became part of how many US families chose to
celebrate.
To one degree or another, the turkey and cranberry
sauce were an homage to the “first Thanksgiving”
celebrated by Pilgrim settlers and Indigenous
Wampanoags.

To one degree or another, many current
Thanksgiving celebrations are an effort at a
reenactment of the “first Thanksgiving.”
Many families still cook turkey and make
cranberry sauce, and some families even
dress up like Pilgrims and/or Indigenous
people for Thanksgiving dinner.

Or, sometimes Pilgrimthemed decor

So?

Reasons to be thankful:
“the ax has enlarged the
borders of our settlements”

Like this?

What do these folks have to
be thankful for?

Because of the way the history between
settlers and indigenous people has played
out, many people feel that the “first
Thanksgiving” is nothing to celebrate.

Since 1970, Indigenous people and
their supporters have gathered at
Plymouth on Thanksgiving Day to
observe a National Day of Mourning.

For many, Thanksgiving is a
day of grieving rather than a
day of giving thanks.

What is the difference
between Thanksgiving
and giving thanks?

